Introduction
Between 1960 when Nigeria became independent of British and May 29, 1999 , when the present democratic government was inaugurated, the nation suffered long spells of military rule that made the brief intervals of democratic governance work like aberration. The last three military oligarchies, Abogunrin observed, had within the past fifteen years put in place three transition programmes to civil rule. The first programme under General Babaginda was aborted as the General was unwilling to relinquish power. The second was in no way better as the head of the junta schemed to succeed himself. Fate did not permit him to realize his dream as he dropped dead in mysterious circumstance.
He was immediately succeeded by General Abubakar who midwifed the transition programme that spawned the nation's Fourth Republic.
We note that these leaders were all Muslims and that they, in varying degrees implemented policies which were designed to give the Islamic faith a pre-eminent position over and above, the Christian religion which commands equal number of followers in the country. With Christians faced with the incubus of a religion being propagated with state machinery, coupled with maladministration; there was widespread demand for a return to democratic governance by Christians, civil society groups, and indeed secular minded Muslims.
However, most accounts of Nigeria's march to democracy tend to credit the eventual success struggle to civil societies such as professional associations, human rights organization, pro-democracy groups, labour unions et cetera.
Mention is seldom made of the input of the Christian church in what was a collective struggle. The essence of this study therefore is to investigate the contribution of the church in Nigeria towards the enthronement of democratic governance in the Fourth Republic It covers the period between 23 June 1993 when an election conducted eleven days earlier and adjudged by local and foreign observers as the freest and fairest in Nigeria was annulled on 29 May 1999 which was the birthday of the current democratic experiment. Reference may be made to events before this period only when the echoes reverberated into the period under consideration.
The struggle for democracy in Nigeria by the church was waged mainly on three fronts viz, ecumenical organizations, the Catholic Bishops Conference of Nigeria (CBCN) and the Justice Development and Peace Commission (JDPC) of the Catholic Church. Besides, there were other events in the church's life which impacted on the struggle. Of these, the visit of Pope John Paul II was one of the most outstanding and therefore worthy of our attention. As a background to the study, we provide a brief account of Nigeria's political history up to the third republic.
Nigeria's political background
Nigeria is a large country of about 140 million people Faced with the challenge of plurality on many fronts, the founding fathers of the country in their wisdom opted for a secular state. This meant that religion was to be confined to the private realm of the individual. While the Christians were comfortable with this arrangement, event that followed showed that the Muslims merely tolerated the idea of secularity. To the Muslims, colonialism merely interrupted their desire to dip the Quran into the ocean, that is, to ensure that the entire country was Islamized by way of Jihad. Therefore, independence, to Muslim leaders provided an auspicious opportunity to continue or complete that task which Uthman Dan Fodio, the great Jihadist, started in 1804. While the Christian churches continued to rely on schools as bait to win converts, the Muslims held tenaciously to political power which was used first to intimidate and or lure non-Muslims to embrace Islam, and secondly to further the interest of Islam. An instance which illustrates this point was 1978 when an episode in the Constituent Assembly was debating the 19789 constitution. The Muslims, especially those from the northern part of the country demanded that Sharia, that is, the Islamic law courts be established at the highest level of administration. The Christians objected and their argument was that such would imply that the country was an Islamic state contrary to the constitutional secularity. Following series of negotiations and dialogue, the Christian representatives had to bend over backward and agreed that Sharia 1966-1979, there were about six military coups. All but two of these administrations put in place transition to civil rule programmes which they tactfully scuttled because of their desire to remain in power. General Olusegun Obasanjo (1976 Obasanjo ( -1979 and Abdulsalami Abubakar (1998) (1999) were the only military rulers that have voluntarily handed over power to democratically elected presidents. So, Christian Association of the North was established to safeguard the religious and political rights of non Muslims in northern Nigeria against the formidable instrument instituted by Ahmadu Bello. Ab initio, the Christians in this area had continued to demand that the government honour the constitutional provision of secularity and provide a level playing ground for democracy to thrive. In this struggle, they were joined by the adherents of the native religion who were worse hit by the Sadauna's persecution. Therefore, the Sardauna's death in 1966 coup was hailed as an answer to prayers.
Unfortunately, however, this joy was short lived as the Christians soon realized that Bello had groomed people of his ilk and who were ready to act out their late leader's script of religious and political exclusivism even on a larger scale.
The need was felt for an association that will embrace all the Christian churches in the country -East, West, North and South. Thus, was born, in 1976, the Christian Association of Nigeria (CAN). The association was defined as: "a fellowship of churches working together to promote the glory of God by encouraging the growth and unity of churches 12 . A major function of the association is to: "act as a liaison committee, by means of which its member churches can consult together and, when necessary, take common action" c. That the military should make good its promise to handover to a genuine democratically elected civilian administration come October, 1998 19 .
We note that these statements were not only given wide publicity but made available to the head of state through his appointed state administrator. . One can only speculate on the extent to which the memoranda influenced the outcome of the committee's report. However, we do know that the amendment on the revenue sharing formular as it related to derivation, which guaranteed more money to the oil producing areas of the country (largely Christian south) was the fruit of many years of agitation for justice from the church, oil producing states and communities.
As religious organizations are not permitted by law to own electronic media, CAN employs church owned newspapers or magazines such as The The Bishops were individually and collectively infused with a fresh spirit.
Having been assured of the backing of the man who occupied the apex of the church hierarchy, they became more determined and focused in their efforts. At the peak of the pressure, the Head of State, General Abacha announced that he would release certain categories of detainees, a promise which was only partly fulfilled as the key actors in the crisis -Abiola, Diya and Obasanjo were not released. Christians and pro-democracy groups found further justification for their opposition to the government as it became obvious that Abacha was intransigent and insensitive to the plea of world leaders, including the then seventy year old Vicar of Christ. Therefore, when on June 8, 1998 (exactly 77 days after the Pope's Visit), the despot dropped dead, CNN reporter who had said, "the visit was a publicity coup…" turned out to be a prophet of sorts. For many Christians, the death of Abacha was a divine punishment from God for rebuffing a passionate appeal from his chief servant on earth. Some persons even postulated that no man rejected the Pope's appeals and live. Others summarized that the gate of hell had again crumbled before the children of God. Whether there were any linkages between Abacha's sudden death and his rejection of the Pope's request would remain a matter of conjecture. 
Conclusion
The history of Nigeria since independence has been a chequered one, characterized by attempts by the elites to exploit ethnic and religious sentiments in order to acquire power and sustain their grit on the people. Closely linked with this was the inordinate ambition of the military and their co-opted civilians to hold on to power ad infinitum. But for the abuse of this power, exemplified in infringements on human rights, attempts to superimpose Islam on everybody, and bad governance, the Christians might have remained indifferent. Unfortunately, this was not the case, leaving the Christian church with no alternative than to join other civil society groups to insist that democracy must hold sway in the country. With the attainment of civil rule on 29 th may, 1999, the church would appear vindicated.
Summary
For long, the military was a cog in the wheel of democratic governance in Nigeria. Its intrusion into the politics of the nation resulted to its domination of the political space and imposition of arbitrary rule for an aggregate period of 29 years out of the nation's 47 years of existence. The last disengagement of the military from politics was effected on 29, May 1999.
The Fourth Republic was thus inaugurated, heralding yet another phase in the nation's quest for democratic governance. The restoration of democratic rule was not achieved on a platter of gold.
The military junta was subjected to intense domestic and international pressure. Along with myriad civil society groups, the church added its voice to the clamour for democracy. But inspite of its visible role in this struggle, the efforts of the church remain unsung. This study is intended partly as a redress for the marginal attention paid to the patriotic struggle of the church, but more significantly, it is an attempt to illuminate the increasing concern of the church with the secular welfare of its flock. 
